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Preface

In this book, I have two main goals. The first is to say something about Shakespeare: how the violent acts in his plays could have affected their original audiences and why they might have had these effects. Recapturing the in-the-moment experience of an early modern playgoer seeing a play for the first time is a challenging task, but I have adopted an approach that I hope will allow readers to appreciate more fully the kind of mental and emotional processes that such a person might have undergone and the various factors that could have shaped his or her experience – and, in so doing, gain a greater awareness also of the ways in which the plays could have produced certain reactions that might seem surprising or counterintuitive to us today. Through this, I aim both to further our understanding of the practice of early modern spectatorship and to pave the way for future scholarship that explores the continuity and the change in audience responses to Shakespeare’s plays over time.

My second goal, meanwhile, is to say something about violence: why it often makes for compelling viewing; why watching it is often experienced as enjoyable; and why, even when it is not obviously or consciously pleasurable to watch, it can still provide some sense of satisfaction – at least enough to make people want to see a play like King Lear or Othello in the first place, let alone return to it repeatedly.

Shakespeare’s Violence and the Early Modern Spectator is primarily about Renaissance spectators’ responses to fiction, not to real-life events. However, in some ways, I regard the fiction/non-fiction distinction as a false dichotomy. Not only do people often respond to fictional events and characters with very real emotions (as I discuss in my Introduction), but people also often respond to real-life events as if they were in some sense fictional – by which I mean, as if they did not have the full weight or significance of a real event, or as if the people involved were not capable of suffering in quite the way that we ourselves are. Consider, for example, our response to sensational crimes such as murder or rape which are, in the modern age, frequently regarded and packaged as a source of entertainment. True crime television shows, films, books and podcasts are currently immensely popular, despite the fact that they often work to dehumanize the (typically young, white, female) victims on whom they focus, by treating them simply as violated or mutilated bodies rather than as people and, in cases where the crime in question is a recent one, ignoring the possible distress that such media attention may cause to their friends and relatives.

Our ability to treat the suffering of others as a source of recreation and pleasure is not new or unique to the twenty-first century, of course. In ancient Rome, the executions of Christians were sometimes included alongside gladiatorial shows as part of the same day’s programme of spectacles.1
 In the early modern era, people flocked to see public floggings and executions, with the severed heads of treacherous noblemen affixed to London Bridge on spikes being treated as ‘a tourist attraction’.2
 In the same period, murder pamphlets were hugely in demand: sensationalist accounts based on real events which, as Peter Lake comments, seem to have been valued principally for their ability to ‘shock and titillate’ through graphic descriptions of sex and violence.3


Modern psychologists and neuroscientists have argued that we are social animals, who appear to be primed to feel empathy towards others: as Adam Smith noted in 1759:


Though our brother is upon the rack [. . . ] by the imagination we place ourselves in his situation, we conceive ourself enduring all the same torments, we enter as it were into his body, and become in some measure the same person with him, and thence form some idea of his sensations[.]4




However, we do not have the capacity to care about the suffering of all living creatures equally. Instead, empathy appears to be based on our ability to recognize a version of ourselves in the other: we tend to empathize most closely with those of our immediate social circle, with our capacity for empathy lessening progressively as we move out from that group into those groups that are less like ourselves.5
 As part of this process, as Lasana Harris comments, ‘human beings flexibly engage social cognition and, thereby, flexibly perceive humanity’.6
 ‘Social cognition’, Harris goes on to explain, involves the willingness to recognize that other people have minds and emotions that are similar to our own, and so are ‘people’ in the same way that we ourselves are. Meanwhile, those to whom social cognition is denied are ‘infrahumanized’: treated as if they were less human, and so less worthy of empathy, than those to whom social cognition is extended. Once we have infrahumanized certain groups or individuals, it becomes easier to become indifferent to their misfortunes, or their neglect, or their abuse – or even to find pleasure in it. Humans may be primed for a certain amount of empathy (although of course there will be differences between individuals in this, and our ability to extend empathy towards specific types of ‘others’ will also be to at least some extent shaped by our social conditioning),7
 but we are also typically status-driven and competitive, and may enjoy the misfortune of someone that we perceive as other because we feel that it gives us, or our own group, an advantage – if only the relative one of seeing our own status and happiness improve by contrast.8
 We do not have to dislike or resent the person in question to feel this kind of schadenfreude at their misfortunes, although dislike or resentment may certainly intensify the sense of pleasure9
; the losses or suffering of others can be satisfying even without our having a personal grudge against them.

Moreover, our ability to empathize is in itself not unproblematic. Although empathy can be a positive force, allowing us to imaginatively share the pain of others and so form a sympathetic human connection, it can also function in more negative ways. For example, empathizing too intensely with someone else’s suffering may create a sense of personal vulnerability and anxiety that may be painful for the observer – a condition dubbed ‘empathic over-arousal’ – and so lead her to withdraw her empathy and instead attempt to widen her sense of the distance between herself and the other.10
 Or, alternatively, a person’s empathy may be turned to sadistic purposes: imagining the suffering of the victim in order not to pity it but rather to relish it.11


Our responses to real-life suffering are thus complex. Rather than feeling instinctive compassion towards those in pain, we instead embark on a complex series of assessments, many or even all of which may be entirely unconscious. Is the suffering person like me or not? What is their relation to me? – Are they a potential threat to my position or status? What is their relationship to their own suffering? – Is it entirely undeserved, or is there some sense in which they could be blamed for it? What is my relationship to the suffering? – Does it make me feel helpless, or guilty, or afraid for myself? Multiple factors feed into these assessments, some of them culturally conditioned (has the person offended against the cultural norms and values to which I myself adhere?) and some perhaps more innate (is the suffering person frightening or disgusting in a way that might prompt me to resist emotionally identifying with him or her?).12


I would argue that a very similar set of mental processes also takes place when we watch a play. There, too, we are constantly called upon to make judgements of suffering individuals, just as we would in the real world: How does this character relate to me? Do they deserve a share of my limited empathy? What emotional risks do I run in extending empathy to them, and are those risks worth it? Of course, a play’s fictionality adds an extra layer to our responses: when we know on some level that the suffering is not real, it may become still easier to treat it as pleasurable or entertaining. Nevertheless, the basic process of judgement and evaluation is the same, and is affected by many of the same factors. This book therefore focuses on early modern spectators’ responses to fictional violence, but it also has, I hope, a relevance and a resonance beyond both the fictional and the historical, as it works to remind us of the ways in which our response to violence is not merely an automatic or instinctual act but also a cultural and psychological phenomenon, deeply embedded in the social and individual narratives we both create and consume.
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Introduction


In one of the scenes of play rehearsal in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the amateur actors are seen reflecting on audience response. Bottom the weaver begs to play the lion, promising: ‘I will roar that I will do any man’s heart good to hear me. I will roar that I will make the duke say, “Let him roar again, let him roar again!”’ But the organizer of the play, Peter Quince, is anxious about the effect that this may have on spectators of a sensitive disposition: ‘And you should do it too terribly, you would fright the duchess and the ladies, that they would shriek, and that were enough to hang us all’ (1.2.66–71).1
 The lion, he worries, may end up being too convincing, enough so to be mistaken for reality, which may provoke a correspondingly (and inappropriately) real-life response in spectators. By the time of the performance at the play’s end, therefore, the lion has been given a speech in which he works to undermine the fiction by explaining that an actor is present beneath the costume: ‘I, as Snug the joiner, am / No lion fell’ (5.1.222-3).

Quince’s fear that the audience may respond in the wrong way and mistake performance for reality is, of course, a joke: the play is so poorly written and, we presume, inadequately acted that no spectator could mistake any of it for the real thing.2
 Nevertheless, the Mechanicals’ concerns pick up on a serious theme within A Midsummer Night’s Dream as a whole: the idea that dreams, fantasies, imaginings and stage plays, however unreal, may have a real effect on spectators and leave them transformed.

Violent stage action, of the kind that worries the Mechanicals, seems particularly likely to have provoked strong reactions in the early modern audience. Corporeal violence is, and was, a provocative subject; onstage, it can even work to blur the distinction between the real and the fictional, as audiences respond in horror and revulsion to what they know intellectually is only a visual effect. In the modern day, we have the example of spectators fainting and crying out protests at the blinding of Gloucester in King Lear, or vomiting at the sight of the mutilated Lavinia in Titus Andronicus
3
; in the early modern period, we have occasional accounts of spectators actively moving to intervene during scenes of onstage violence, such as Edmund Gayton’s story of a butcher who was so overexcited by a battle scene in a play about the Trojan War that he climbed on stage and attacked the actors playing the Greeks, and reports such as that of William Alabaster’s tragedy Roxana, performed in Cambridge in 1592, which ended with a scene of cannibalistic revenge so gruesome that apparently one female spectator ‘fell distracted and never recovered’.4
 Violence, more than any other form of stage action, seems to have the potential to inspire intense, visceral and dynamic responses in its spectators.

In this book, I am interested in exploring how early modern







Early modern audience response: what do we know and how do we know it?
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